What it takes to be a Red Bull by Astrid, Montuclard
Masthead Logo
Archives Alive
3-7-2014
What it takes to be a Red Bull
Montuclard Astrid
University of Iowa
Copyright © 2014 Montuclard Astrid
Hosted by Iowa Research Online. For more information please contact: lib-ir@uiowa.edu.
 1 
What Would Fred do Without Evelyn? 
The array of emotions in my 2 page letter shows just how greatly 
World War II affected the lives of those living in it. The author of my 
letter switches from happiness to weariness to uncertainty to 
dedication to nostalgia to reassurance. His writing makes evident 
the stress and uncertainty that World War II brought down upon its 
soldiers. In the early part of the United States' involvement in World 
War II, initial defeats created a climate of fear among American 
soldiers. Writing to his sweetheart back home comforted the letter's 
author at a time when he needed it most. 
Historical Analysis 
In early 1942, the war effort was not going well for the United 
States. On December 7, 1941, the Japanese military launched a 
successful surprise air strike on our Hawaii naval base Pearl 
Harbor. Months of tensions between the United States and Japan 
had built up preceding this attack. In order to strengthen and 
maintain our important political and economic interests in East 
Asia amidst Japan's campaign to conquer it, the United States 
increased military and economic aid to China. We also bolstered our 
military presence in the Pacific to counter the growing threat of the 
Japanese military. However, one of the most influential actions that 
the United States took that angered Japan was our oil and raw 
material embargo. A country with limited national resources like 
Japan depends on trade with other countries to function most 
efficiently. As Japan was in the midst of war with China, our 
embargo threatened to significantly weaken their ability to fight it. 
In response, Japanese leaders decided to invade resource-rich 
territories of Southeast Asia. The problem with this plan was that 
the United States would not just sit back and watch as Japan 
conquered Asian territories that served our vital political and 
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economic interests. Pearl Harbor was the main U.S. Pacific Base 
that could endanger Japanese aspirations. 
Subsequently, Admiral Isoroku 
Yamamoto proposed a 
surprise attack on Pearl 
Harbor that would leave the 
United States unable to stop 
Japan. Planning for the attack 
began as early as spring 1941, 
when Japanese pilots started 
special training specifically 
needed for the strike against 
Pearl Harbor. Final approval 
for the attack from Japanese leaders came in October 1941. After 
this decision, the more specific details began to be worked out. The 
Japanese air fleet left for Hawaii on November 26, 1941 from 
Tankan Bay in the Kurile Islands, a group of sparsely populated 
islands north of Japan. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor itself 
began at approximately 8:00 a.m. on December 7, 1941. The attack 
was highly succesful, catching the Americans stationed there 
completely off guard. Within the roughly 2 hours that the attack 
occurred, twenty-one ships of the U.S. Pacific Fleet were sunk or 
damaged, 188 aircraft were destroyed and 159 were damaged, and 
most importantly, 2,403 American lives were lost. Conversely, 
Japanese forces lost 29 airplanes, less than 10 percent of their 
total. Admiral Yamamoto's plan had turned out to be 
overwhelmingly successful. 
Japan's first victory against the United States military forced 
Americans to confront the reality that this war wasn't just Europe's 
war anymore. On December 8, 1941, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt delivered his famous “Day of Infamy” speech urging the 
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Congress to declare war against Japan. The declaration of war came 
less than an hour later. Suddenly, the prospect of actually fighting 
in World War II became a likely reality for American soldiers all over 
the country. In particular, my letter shows how one soldier 
stationed in Camp Callan, California deals with the uncertainty of 
military deployment by seeking refuge in the times that he was with 
the woman he loved. 
Rhetorical Analysis 
My letter was written to Evelyn Birkby by Fred Biesterfelt on 
Janaury 29, 1942. He begins his letter by expressing his happiness 
at receving Evelyn's previous letter. Fred states that his 24 hour 
shift in the guns has just ended, so 
now he has time to reply to Evelyn's 
letter. His description of receiving her 
letter and then immediately wanting to 
reply makes the reader believe that he 
is doing all of this process 
continuously. 24 hours is a long shift, 
and it would be hard to believe that 
Fred is not fatigued. Despite this, Fred 
regards replying immediately to 
Evelyn's letter to be of the utmost 
importance, above even sleep. 
Fred displays a sense of weariness in the letter so far. He appears to 
be tired while writing the next paragraph as well. He says that he is 
unsure of what to write about. Fred seems to have a sense of 
humor, saying that he will gather words and hope they go in the 
right place to make a letter after all. 
Fred wanted to let Evelyn know that he was thinking about her 
constantly. He mentions something called The Leader, saying that 
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he has received it every week. The Leader seems to be the Tripoli 
Leader, a newspaper in Tripoli, Iowa. He goes on to say that he 
always looks for Evelyn's name in the third grade news. I 
discovered an article written by Evelyn online that said she taught 
third grade in Tripoli for three years in the early 1940s. 
At this point in the letter, Fred seems to be overcome with nostalgia. 
He reminds Evelyn of the night he helped her feed her chicken, 
describing it as their first date. This is an interesting contrast with 
the rest of what the reader knows about Fred. Previously, Fred 
portrayed himself as a romantic man as he described his enjoyment 
of the romantic 1941 film Moon Over Her Shoulder. Feeding a 
chicken does not seem like the idea of a romantic first date. 
Nevertheless, Fred continues to indulge his desire for those times. 
He states that he will never forget that night. Fred then describes a 
dance they went to and the romantic night they enjoyed in the rain 
on a lonely county road. Fred then switches the mood of the letter 
to regret as he recalls the time when he had to say goodbye. 
Fred attempts to 
comfort Evelyn in 
the final portion of 
his letter. Fred 
wants to reassure 
Evelyn that her 
father will be alright, 
as Evelyn's father 
seemed to have had 
a health scare recently. As he is writing to Evelyn, Fred does not 
specify what her father had. He merely expresses his gladness that 
her dad is doing better. In the last paragraph of the letter, Fred tells 
Evelyn to reassure Helen that nothing like that will happen. At first, 
I thought that Fred was referring to himself and that perhaps Helen 
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was a member of Fred's family. Upon further research, I discovered 
that there was a connection between Fred, Helen, and Harry Slack. 
Harry Slack was a fellow soldier who also wrote to Evelyn in the 
early 1940s. I found out that Harry dated Helen before he left for 
military training. This relationship likely occurred at the same time 
as Fred and Evelyn's relationship. In fact, Fred's letters and Harry's 
letters paint a picture of a close friendship between the two of them 
that lasted through both their trainings in southern California. 
The events of World War II shaped not just Fred, but millions of 
other American soldiers as well. Fred's writing reflects the 
uncertainty of the time and place in which he was living. Having 
seen my classmates' presentations, it is clear to me that World War 
II soldiers used letter writing as an outlet for the stresses of their 
daily lives. Writing allowed them to temporarily escape from the war 
front or training camp and pretend that they were with the people 
they loved. These letters give me a glimpse into how soldiers 
communicated in a time without the instant communication such 
as Skype or email that we have today. 
Written By: Patrick Cullen 
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